Introduction
Social structure of accumulation (SSA) theory offers a stages analysis of the evolution of capitalist systsems. Analysts who use SSA theory in their work do not always advertise --or even recognize --that theory's Marxist roots. However, the potential power of SSA theory is to a significant extent derived from the principles of Marxist theory that inspired its development. This is especially so for efforts to understand the current trajectory toward right wing "populist" nationalism around the world. This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 argues that an analysis of successive stages of a social system has long occupied an important place in Marxist theory. Section 3 locates SSA theory in relation to traditional Marxism. Section 4 applies SSA theory to analyze the current trajectory of system transformation in the global system. Drawing lessons from the global crisis of the 1930s, this section uses SSA theory to illuminate the causes and possible consequences of the system transformation that now appears to be developing --a transformation that may be replacing parliamentary democracies by right wing nationalist repressive regimes in many countries including the U.S. Section 5 offers concluding comments about the role of the left in the current politicaleconomic context.
Stages Analysis in Marxism
Karl Marx proposed a theory of class society in general --the theory of historical materialism --and an analysis of one form of class society, capitalism. The initial statements of the theory of historical materialism interpreted the evolution of class society as a passage through a succession of long-lasting modes of production. Each mode of production has economic, political, and cultural/ideological aspects that initially promote the reproduction and development of that mode of production, where economic development is associated with development of the forces of production (technology, broadly construed). However, each mode of production is eventually undermined by structural contradictions and class conflicts, giving rise to a transition to a qualitatively different and more "advanced" mode of production. This theory included a prediction as well as an account of the past: that the currently dominant capitalist mode of production would give rise to a socialist/communist system as a result of the processes of structural contradiction and class conflict. 1 In volume I of Capital Marx (1957) focused on the relation of exploitation of labor by capital, a relation that is rooted in the basic economic institutions of capitalism. Marx identified those economic institutions as commodity production and the wage labor relation. Marx explains how those institutions enable capital to appropriate surplus value from labor despite the absence of any right on the part of an individual capitalist to coerce a worker. However, in the background of this relation of exploitation is the power of capital as a whole over the working class, reinforced by the dominant political and cultural/ideological institutions of capitalism.
In the early twentieth century, two prominent Marxist theorists argued that capitalism had entered a new "stage. " In 1910 Rudolf Hilferding (1981 [1910 ) introduced the concept of "finance capital" as a new stage of capitalism with important specific features. In 1917 V.I. Lenin (1985 Lenin ( [1917 ) argued that capitalism had entered a new stage of imperialism. He argued that the stage of imperialism, defined by several new structural features of capitalism, gave rise to an intensified drive on the part of the leading capitalist states to dominate as much of the world as possible. The imperialist stage periodically brings open warfare to resolve inter-imperial rivalries.
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This work drew on world experience from the 1890s through 1917, near the end of World War I. 1 The above brief account of early Marxist theory omits the many debates about, and reinterpretations of, that theory in the later Marxist literature.
2 The tendency for warfare to break out periodically was ascribed to a "law of uneven development" that causes late developing capitalist states to eventually catch up with earlier developers. As the late developers pursue a greater share of the global spoils while the earlier developers try to contain the later ones, open warfare is likely to break out.
After World War II an influential book by Marxist economists Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy (1966) argued that a new stage of capitalism called "monopoly capital" had emerged, with implications for the basic laws of motion of capitalism. 3 However, stages analyses in Marxism predate the twentieth century examples cited above.
Historical materialism is a stages theory of history. While Capital volume I focuses on the theory of the capital-labor relation under capitalism-in-general, Marx devoted three chapters of volume I to a stages analysis of the evolution of the labor process in England (Marx, 1957, chapter 13-15) .
That section of Capital analyzes the stages of simple cooperation (grouping skilled artisans in a capitalist workshop), manufacturing (division of labor in the workshop), and modern industry (mechanized production). Marx analyzes the role of a structural imperative --the tendency of technology to advance --in that evolution. Marx also emphasizes the role of class conflict in the evolution from one stage to another in that period, that is, the drive of capital to more fully control labor and the resistance to capital on the part of the new working class (Marx, 1957, chapters 14 and 15) .
SSA Theory and Marxist Theory
SSA theory originated among Marxist economists in the U.S. in the late 1970s (Gordon 1978 (Gordon , 1980 Gordon et al., 1982) . 4 Over the following decades SSA theory has been applied by analysts in a number of disciplines, including sociology, political science, and criminology as well as economics. Some social scientists using SSA theory have not highlighted its Marxist origins, treating it as an institutionalist framework for analyzing capitalism. However, this paper argues that the 3 The "monopoly capital" of Baran and Sweezy (1966) Despite the protestations of having broken with"traditional" Marxism, the connections of SSA theory to long-time features of Marxist theory are not difficult to find. SSA theory was inspired by both the theory of historical materialism and by the Marxist theory of accumulation and crisis.
The first book-length work of this school (Gordon et al., 1982) presented SSA theory using the circuit of capital framework (M-C-C'-M') to represent the accumulation process and the possible obstacles to accumulation. That framework, which is unknown to mainstream economics, was introduced in simplified form by Marx in chapter 4 of volume I of Capital and then expanded in volume II (Marx, 1957) .
5 Gordon et al. (1982) used the SSA theory developed in chapter 2 to interpret US history centered around periodic changes in the labor process --that is, a series of new technologies (forces of production) --in a context of class struggle between capital and labor. Later works by the originators of the SSA theory focused on the rate of profit as the key determinant of capital accumulation and crisis, a principle associated with the Marxist tradition that is not usually found in other approaches (Bowles et al., 1989) .
SSA theory is a stages analysis, an approach that has a long and distinguished lineage in the Marxist theoretical tradition starting with Marx himself, as was observed in the preceding section.
The logic of SSA theory is strikingly similar to that of traditional historical materialism, although it analyzes the evolution from stage to stage within the capitalist epoch rather than the evolution of class society from one mode of production to another. Simply replace "the development of the economic base" by "rapid capital accumulation" and the similarity of SSA theory to historical materialism becomes evident. In SSA theory, rapid accumulation is derailed when the SSA stops promoting it, resulting in an economic crisis and an eventual restructuring process leading to a new SSA. 6 In historical materialist theory, the development of the forces of production is blocked by the no-longer-supportive social relations of production, political structures, and cultural/ideological institutions, resulting in a social crisis, revolution, and transition to a new mode of production. In both theories, structural contradictions and class conflicts play the key roles.
The SSA theorists sought to explain the failure of capitalism so far to produce its own grave diggers, in the form of a revolutionary proletariat, by means of an analysis of how capitalist evolution has divided the working class rather than uniting it against capital. If capitalism was not producing a revolutionary agent, then reform of capitalism would seem to be the only means of achieving some kind of social progress. The early SSA school consisted of reluctant social reformers. Socialism had their hearts, but their analysis suggested that the 1970s economic crisis, like those in the past, would be resolved by another period of capitalist reform that would again promote rapid accumulation. At the time, many in the SSA school expected that the resolution of the structural crisis of the 1970s would be found in the emergence of a form of capitalism still more centralized than the preceding regulated capitalism. This would be a "corporatist" form with tri-partite planning bodies representing labor, capital, and the state, which would resolve the contradictions of the only partially planned regulated capitalism.
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The SSA school at first assumed that the rapid rise of neoliberal ("free market") economic ideas and policies starting in 1979 was a temporary step backward, driven by big business searching for an ideology and policies that could be used to crush the relatively strong labor movement of that era. That would soon set the stage for the new corporatist regime to follow, with an appropriately chastised labor movement ready to work cooperatively with capital. As we now know, the actual direction of restructuring that followed the crisis of the 1970s instead was based on capital, with assistance from the state, crushing the labor movement rather than cooperating with it.
System Transformation Reconsidered
During the late 1990s to early 2000s, neoliberalism began to appear to be a new SSA rather than a temporary step backward. As neoliberal restructuring only deepened over time in many countries despite occasional political victories by nominally anti-neoliberal political parties, most SSA theorists concluded that the neoliberal transformation had given rise to a new SSA. The new SSA of neoliberal capitalism had been installed in many countries and also in the institutions of the 7 The leading agent of this imagined transformation was thought to be Felix Rohatyn, a New York investment banker, who seemed to be promoting such a corporatist direction of restructuring, perhaps in league with the "liberal Republican" Rockefeller interests.
global economy (Kotz and McDonough 2010; Wolfson and Kotz 2010; Lippit 2010 Kotz (2010 Kotz ( , 2015 argued that the outcome of a structural crisis such as that of 8 Not all SSA theorists agree that the neoliberal era brought a new SSA; see O'Hara (2002 O'Hara ( , 2004 .
9 See Wolfson and Kotz (2010) and Kotz (2015) . The claim that the U.S. in the 1920s had a distinct liberal SSA runs counter to the stages dating in Gordon et al. (1982) , which presents the whole period from around 1900 through around World War II as having a single SSA. However, a remarkably rapid turn toward the opposite direction of restructuring has taken hold in many countries around the world. Right wing "populist" nationalists have risen to power in Poland, Hungary, Turkey, India, and the Philippines, and even in the U.S. Such groups and leaders are contending for power in many other countries as well. This suggests that the first of the three possible directions of restructuring noted above is, at this time, the dominant trajectory in global capitalism.
The Great Depression offers lessons that are relevant today. The Great depression actually began in the 1920s in Germany, Italy, and the UK, while the US had rapid economic growth in that decade spurred by a wave of speculative lending and big asset bubbles. The structural crisis of that period lingered for many years in the form of severe stagnation, very high unemployment, and in some countries severe macroeconomic instability. The eventual resolution of that structural crisis of global capitalism took the form of the three trajectories noted above. Right wing nationalist repressive regimes emerged in Germany, Italy, Spain, and Japan, which did bring rapid economic growth and imperialist expansion before they were overthrown by the Allied victors in World War II. Reformed capitalist regimes ("regulated capitalism") emerged in the 1930s in Scandinavia and an advancing socialist alternative, as well as then widespread fear that the end of the huge wartime spending would bring a return of the Great Depression to the capitalist countries.
The above political conditions posed a serious threat to the core interest of capital --the preservation of capitalism. Such a threat appears to be the only force that has previously prodded big capital to enter a major compromise with labor, allowing a progressive reformed capitalism to emerge. In some cases reformed capitalism was imposed on the capitalist class by strong socialist parties in that period, as in Scandinavia and the U.K.. In other cases reformed capitalism resulted from a coalition between big business and organized labor, with big business the senior party to the compromise, as in the U.S. (Kotz, 2015, chapter 3) . by attacking existing "elites" who have in fact been unable to address the problems of working 11 In the U.S. a more limited form of progressive reformed capitalism emerged in the socalled "Progressive Era" in 1900-1916, when the new giant corporations faced a rebellion by small farmers and middle class social reformers on the one hand and a rapidly growing Socialist Party on the other. See Kotz (2015, chapter 6) . 12 The Chavez regime in Venezuela was an early exception, in that it did begin moving beyond capitalism in the early 2000s. After some early successes, it has been undermined by the death of Chavez and the collapse of oil prices. people; by blaming minority racial, ethnic, religious, and/or national groups for the economic suffering of majority groups; and by warning against malicious foreign forces. Nationalism, and the promise of restoration of past national greatness, is the ideology that can hold together the contradictory base of such a movement. Appeals to violence and expressions of contempt for democratic norms and established laws excite its mass base. Fear of terrorist attacks makes people ready to give up their civil rights for the goal of establishing "order."
In the last wave of right wing nationalist regimes in the 1920s and 1930s, some Marxist analysts attributed them to a decision by big capital to "use" fascism to crush the militant labor and socialist movements of that period. However, that might not be essential to the rise of such regimes.
Today it appears that such regimes are emerging from individual demagogues and political parties lacking any significant political support from the long-standing ruling class of big corporations and banks, at least initially. It may be sufficient to have a continuing unresolved stagnation affecting much of the working class combined with some source of cultural and political stress, such as changing population demographics, and a source of disorder such as comes from periodic acts of terrorism.
Thus, we may be seeing the beginning of a new stage of global capitalism characterized by two new features: 1) a transition from neoliberal capitalism as we have known it to a regime in which the state intervenes directly in the economy in new ways; and 2) a political "shell" of a rightwing nationalist repressive regime replacing the parliamentary democracy that has provided the political structure for developed capitalism for a long period of time. The possibility that such a form of capitalism may be installed in the US nuclear armed superpower, at a time when the number two nuclear armed power --post-Soviet Russia --already has a well-established right wing nationalist repressive regime --is a dangerous prospect for the world. 13 In the U.S. it is too early to predict what form the incoming Trump Administration will take.
The group of Trump cabinet appointees to date have many contradictions. They include a contradictory mix of extreme neoliberal ideologues, privatizers, ideologically flexible corporate executives, investment bankers, corporate raiders, budget cutters, no-nothings, and retired generals.
The Republican controlled Congress is still dominated by dedicated neoliberals. What will emerge from this stew is impossible to predict at this time. It might be an intensified neoliberal program of privatization, gutting of social programs, and more tax cuts for the rich --which would only intensify the economic stagnation. It might be a turn toward a statist economic expansion program based on infrastucture and military spending, although so far Trump's infrastructure program appears to consist mainly of the privatization of public assets with the claim that private owners of such assets will invest in them if given big incentives from the public treasury. Still another possibility is four more years of government gridlock as the opposing factions in Congress and the executive branch battle one another.
One puzzle about the continuing economic stagnation might shed light on the current drive toward right wing nationalist regimes. In the U.S. the rate of profit bounced back up to a long-term high after 2009, yet the rate of capital accumulation remains severely depressed (Kotz and Basu, 2017) . Traditional Marxist theory, and its SSA theory variant, agree that accumulation should respond strongly to movements in the rate of profit.
14 This raises the question of why such a conjuncture, of a high rate of profit and low rate of accumulation, should represent a "crisis" in need 13 The Putin regime in Russia combines a rightwing nationalist repressive state with a neoliberal economic model. The continuing neoliberal economic model is responsible for the internal weakness of the regime in Russia today.
14 Kotz and Basu (2017) offer an explanation, based on SSA theory, for the unexpected divergence between the rate of profit and the rate of accumulation since 2008. of resolution from the viewpoint of capital. As long as the rate of profit is high, and the income flowing to big capitalists remains high, why should a low rate of accumulation call for restructuring?
Why should neoliberal capitalism not remain stable for the long-run under such circumstances?
We may be seeing the answer to that question in the recent political developments, which draws on the traditional Marxist theory from which SSA theory emerged. Capitalism is not just an economic system. It is a form of society, with an economic aspect and also important political and cultural/ideological institutions that are necessary for its reproduction.
15 History suggests that parliamentary democracy, with its associated values and ideological principles, is in some sense the "best" political shell for capitalism. That political form has proven its ability to deflect or absorb challenges to it from the left over a long period of time.
A stagnating capitalism threatens the survival of that political form. A stagnating neoliberal 15 There is a reason why URPE chose the term "political economics" for its original definition.
Concluding Comment
A Marxist analysis that includes a stages theory such as SSA theory can explain the current retrograde trajectory in the world and in the U.S. However, SSA theory argues that the future is not determined by any iron law of economics. As was noted above, struggles among classes and groups, in the context of an existing structural crisis, determine the outcome. At this time the future looks bleak, more so than could have been imagined even one year ago. However, the above analysis does suggest that similar conditions to those prevailing today could give rise to either of the other two possible trajectories mentioned above, a new stage of progressive reformed capitalism or a transition beyond capitalism to an alternative socialist system. There are two missing elements from the current context that could lead to either of the latter two directions. One is the emergence of a section of the political center, and the class base of the political center, that is prepared to push aggressively for a progressive reformed capitalism. The growth of labor and socialist movements may be the key to shifting the trajectory toward a more hopeful future. Without that, the center groups might not even mount an effective defense of parliamentary democracy. Growing labor and left movements may be the only force that can pull the center groups toward effective resistance to the current right wing trajectory. If a labor upsurge joins with a growing socialist movement, that might bring a center-left coalition that could shift the trajectory of restructuring toward progressive reform of capitalism, a process that has happened before in history. While capitalism of any form inevitably exploits the working class and oppresses many groups, as well as threatening the survival of human civilization in the long-run due to global climate change, a reformed capitalism might be the best trajectory that is realistically possible in the current context. However, the left around the world continues to suffer from an inability to present a viable alternative to capitalism, whether aiming for power or in power. The recovery of a vision of a socialist alternative to capitalism, that takes account of the problems of past efforts to build socialism, is a necessary basis for an effective left, even one that might only be able to contribute to reforming capitalism once again at this time. The left must find a way to simultaneously resist the prospect of right wing nationalist regimes while fighting for a vision of a socialist future that embodies the values of cooperation, equality, individual rights, economic security, a peaceful world order, and last but not least environmental sustainability. Even if the left cannot achieve more than capitalist reform in this period, in the future capitalism will no doubt periodically produce such retrograde trajectories as we are seeing today. The only way to finally safeguard the future of humanity is to pass beyond the capitalist system, which always places profit and the endless accumulation of capital ahead of human needs and wants.
